Sex differences in vasoactive intestinal peptide (VIP) concentrations in the anterior pituitary and hypothalamus of rats.
Recent evidence suggests that vasoactive intestinal peptide (VIP), a putative prolactin (PRL)-releasing factor, is both synthesized and released by anterior pituitary cells, to act as a paracrine or autocrine factor. We have investigated the hypothesis that hypothalamic or pituitary VIP levels differ in male and female rats, since neuroendocrine control of PRL is sexually differentiated. Opposite sex differences were found in the hypothalamus and anterior pituitary. Random-cycle female rats had one-third higher VIP levels in the hypothalamus than males. In contrast, anterior pituitary VIP levels were 3 times as high in male rats as in females. Median eminence VIP levels were similarly low in both sexes. These results support a possible role of VIP in the sexually dimorphic regulatory mechanisms of PRL secretion. Moreover, demonstration that hypothalamic and pituitary VIP levels vary in opposite directions suggests that VIP is differentially regulated at the two sites.